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Doherty: Code Duello in Florida

CODE DUELLO IN FLORIDA
By

HERBERT J. DOHERTY, JR.

In young America, the common method by which a
gentleman cleansed his honor of insult was to resort to
arms under the code duello. The great majority of prominent men in the early days of the republic resorted to this
adjustment at one time or another. Whether the insult
were justified or not made no difference to the offended
individual. If he were victorious in combat, either the
righteousness of his Cause was considered upheld or the
greater need for discretion in questioning his integrity
was emphasized.
Although by the 1830’s and 1840’s in the older, settled
regions .of the country duelling was being recognized as
an adolescent solution for personal disputes, it was. still
the prevalent custom on the frontier. Florida was one of
the frontier regions-until about the time of Reconstruction. There, duelling was common practice, though illegal, until the eve’ of the Civil War. Political disputes
were productive of a large number of these personal
encounters.
:.
.
Why duelling held on so long on the frontier, as an
accepted method of settlement of disputes is a question
which may stimulate interesting discussion. Frontier life
was characterized.by obvious decentralization and simplification in the social and economic organization of the
people; The tendency was towards ethical crudity and
rut~hlessness.l Life on the frontier was relatively isolated- and man was more dependent on his own resources
for all his needs, from food to receration, than in more
developed areas.
We might conclude that a frontiersman would almost
necessarily be an ego centered person. Markedly egocentered persons are not usually highly mature in their
responsibility linkages.2 It would not be unusual if that
I. Pierson, Geo. W., ‘The Frontier and American Institutions,” NFW
EngZand Quart@rZy, June 1%%2.
2. Overstreet, H. ‘A., The Nature Yind (New York: 1949), p. 73.
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were the case that a society of such persons, or a society
accepting a philosophy of glorification of the individual
VS. the group, would accept personal combat as the most
effective solution of personal disputes, while a more
urbane, socio-centered society would view that custom
as barbarous, childish, and immature.
Writing seriously, one woman who was raised in frontier Florida said, “Duelling . . . as a social regulator
. . . has a very wholesome effect, as there is nothing that
has so restraining an influence upon the passions of
men, who understand that they will be held personally
accountable for unwonted and libellous conduct.“3
Yet there were those in the Florida of that day who
spoke out against the custom which was so deep-rooted
among the “gentlemen.” Some of the- clergy used their
efforts to overcome adherence to the practice. The Rev.
Francis P. Lee of St. John’s Church in Tallahassee spoke
from the pulpit against duelling and circulated handbills
setting forth his views. The R,ev. Mr. Lee declared that
while duelling was defended as affording protection to
life, property, and character, it in reality had the opposite effect. It actually proved nothing except that one
man was a better shot than the other. He believed that
the real motivating reasons for a duel were anger and
‘revenge.”
From an early date, duelling was technically against
the law in Florida, yet there was, little visible diminution
of the number of duels being fought. In 1832, the Legislative Council passed a law making duelling punishable
by one year’s imprisonment or a five hundred dollar fme.
This applied to all persons connected with the duel and,
in addition, any person who accepted or sent a challenge.
Murder charges could later be brought against the victor if his opponent died.5
Some authorities claim that the Council at this time
3. Long, Ellen Call, MS. in Call collection, Florida Historical Society
Library.
4. Lee, F. P., A Tract for the ‘Times (Tallahassee: l&S)..
5. Acts of the Legislative Council, 1832, pp. 63-64.
,,
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proclaimed any man who would not accept a challenge to
be a coward.6 While this makes a good story, it does not
adhere to the facts .as recorded in legislative. journals
and as correctly reported by Caroline Mays- Brevard.
Actually, the Council made it an offense to brand .a,man
a coward for not accepting a challenge.?
Despite the law many high Florida offieials and ‘citizens of note continued to give vent to their anger in personal combat. There are records of duels in Florida as
far back as the Spanish occupation. There is also some
evidence that members of the U. S. Army in Georgia
often crossed over into Florida to fight in the da.ys before
it was United States territory. T. Frederick Davis tells
an interesting tale concerning a Spanish governor of
Florida. This official, Sebastian Kindelan, became so
incensed over the “Patriot Wars” (1812-1816) that he
prepared a challenge for President James Madison. The
consent of the Captain-General of Cuba was necessary,
however, and it was apparently squelched by him.8
Duels sometimes arose from disputes initiated in the
editorial or “Communications” columns of the newspapers. One such challenge was issued by Alexander
Scott of Pensacola in 1824. Scott had written letters to
the Washhqtow RepubZ&aln, and to a Mobile paper ‘in
which he took issue with the treatment accorded to a
Major Steele as a result of certain court proceedings.
Steele had been imprisoned for contempt of court and
Scott felt that the proceedings had been high handed. He
was highly critical of the judge, the marshal, and the
quarters in which Steele had been confined.
A defense of the court was made in the columns of the
Pelzsacoka Gazette by a correspondent who signed himself “Spectator. ” QThis writer, who was William Sebree,
characterized Scott’s letters as seditious, falsified, eva6.

Martin, S. W. in 3%wida During the Territorial Dags, p. 106; and
Cash, W. T. in Flo&la Becomes a State, p. 19, quoting from Martin.
7. Acts of the Legislative CounzciZ, 1832, p. 69.
8., Davis, T. I?., Florida Eve-r& of History, MS. book, 1942, p. 3.
9. Pensacola Gazette, July 24, 1824.
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sive, and misrepresentations of fact. This provoked the
following reply from Scott.
By a note received from Mr. Hunt [editor of the
Gazette] I am informed that you are the Author of
a commuincation signed Spectator. This communication reflecting upon my character and in which my
veracity is impeached authorizes me in demanding
of you personal redress.l*
This challenge seems to be in the classic style which
usually marked the language of such. It was usually a
very brief note in the most courteous language, which at
a glance might be mistaken for a card. of thanks or an
invitation to a social function.
There is no record that this duel was ever fought. If
it was, neither of the principals were killed, for both
lived for a good many years after. The challenge was
found in the papers of Judge Benjamin D.Wright.
Florida’s first governor, Andrew Jackson, was himself
a noted believer in the social usefulness of duelling,
although he apparently modified his views somewhat in
later years. Although Jackson engaged in no duel while
governor, it is said that James D. Westcott won his appointment as Secretary of the Territory by taking a challenge for Jackson, Westcott is also known t.o have fought
Thomas Baltzell at one time.ll
During his governorship, Jackson allowed two young
officers, identified as Hull and Randall, to duel in Pensacola. Dr. John Bronough, prominent in politics, was
the attending physician at the encounter in which Hull
was killed.12 In 1829, Col. George Walton, a Secretary of
the Territory, fought a Dr. McMahon of Pensacola because of criticism of the official conduct of. the former.
Probably the most publicized duel in early Florida was
10. Alexander Scott to William Sebree, July 24, 1824. Letter in the
P. K. Yonge Library of Florida History, University of Florida.
Ale’xander Scott was a Custom’s Official. William Sebree was later
an alderman of Pensacola.
11. Rerick, R. H., Yemoirs 01 F.?&ida (Atlanta : 1902), ‘p. 162.
12. Brevard, C. M., History of Florida (DeLand: 1924), Vol. 1, p. 199.
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the Alston-Read a.ffair in which Leigh Read killed Augustus Alston. This was one of the many disputes arising
from political differences. The fight gave rise to a family
versus family dispute which was carried on for years
and resulted in the murder of Read and several others.
Cal. John S. Beard, many years later, recalled that it
was widely believed that Alston’s family cut the bullets
out of his body, molded them into new ones, and sent
them to a brother in New Orleans to use against Read.13
Joseph M. White-Richard K. Call
One of the bitterest disputes, which never resulted in a
duel between the principals, was that which raged for
years between Joseph M. White and Richard K. Call.
Both were prominent political figures, and in opposite
camps. Call was an Andrew Jackson man, while White
was a supporter of John Quincy Adams. Their differences gave rise to frequent denunciations of each other.
Call charged, in 1825, that White’s friends were inventing and &eculating reports reflecting upon Call’s
character. White replied that had he injured Call, he
held himself responsible to “give him satisfaction.” He
accused Call of making “not only a rude but groundless
charge, that had an existence only in his imagination.14
The result of this exchange was the following note from
Call to White:
Sir :
Your returnto this Country affords me the opportunity I have long anxiously awaited, to demand
from you, reparation for the injury and insult, received by me, in consequence of your publication in
the Pensacola Gazette of the 4th of June 1825 which
appeared long after your departure from this Territory.
My friend Capt. R. [Ramage] of the ‘Navy, will
Statement of Col. John S. Beard dictated at Pensacola, Fla., Aug. 8,
1924. Transcript in Library of Florida History, University of
Florida.
14. Pensacola Gazette, June 4, 1825.
13.
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deliver you this letter and he is fully authorized by
me to make any arrangements which may be agreed
upon.
R.K. C ALL .
There were efforts to reconcile White and Call. Daniel Burch wrote to Call suggesting that a settlement
should be made. He reported, “Cola. Tattnall has writ-,
ten to Colo. Clinch asking if it is not possible to effect
.a reconciliation . . . You know that Tattnall is warmly
your friend and would advise nothing that in all respects
should not be honorable. “I5
Call, howeverj was not to be deterred. His go-between,
J. W. Ramage, was a firm believer in the code duello,
Ramage wrote from Pensacola in 1826 that his mission
was a common subject for tavern gossip.16 He made arrangements to meet White at Quincy in October, 1826,
to arrange the details of the duel. After meeting White,
Ramage wrote excitedly from Quincy a letter marked
“Private and Confidential” in which he related,
I arrived here at 10 this morning-W. one hour
previously. I have just returned from a conversation with him in the woods . . . the result of which is
as follows. He will not enter Tallahassee at presetit-. .
but no language of mine can express the surprise I
felt when he informed me, “he was unprovided with
a friend and knew not where to get one here” I
alluded to the admonition I gave him on this subject
at Pensacola., and told him that .it would be necessary to provide himself, and that too im’my., for
too much time had already elapsed, and the affair
must now be settled one way or the other.-he replied, he had lately received a letter from the Brother of McC. which assured him he would be here. But
that not being the case, he knew not who to apply to,
and if I would act for both he was perfectly willing.
A shake of the head was all the answer he receivedhe spoke of a friend in Augusta in Georgia, but did
15. Daniel Burch to Call, April 19, 1826, Call Collection.
16. Ramage to Call, Aug. 3, 1826, Call Collection.
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not wish to take you that far. I replied . . . that he
had already appointed Tallahassee, and T. was here.
Finding his unwillingness to choose a friend in this
quarter, I determined to mention the name of omehe anticipated however my object, and asked me if
Burch was in Tallahassee. I told him he was at Bellamy ‘s. He said he did not like to ask him for he knew
he was a friend of yours . . . I replied that I had the
assurance of B. that if he could not find a friend, he
would act and see fair play, which were in fact
Burch’s words . . . This, my dear fellow is about
the substance of our recent talk-much other matter
was mentioned . . ., but the whole impressed me with
ideas, not proper to commit to paper . . . I shall
give him one hour when I shall ask him if he has dispatched a messenger to B.17
The meeting of White and Ramage in Quincy was not
long kept a secret. Two days later Ramage wrote to Call,
It is impossible for me to state the agitation of the
country about this affair. I think your friends are
too warm-but we cannot controul Tavern Talk. I am
as well known here, as you know me in this affairand it has been with no little address on my part,
that I, have been able to parry the many attacks of
Religion, masonry, friends, etc. which have been levelled against me.l*
Here the Call collection leaves a tantalizing gap in
our knowledge of this dispute. A temporary settlement
was made, presumably by Ramage and White or his representatives. There are no letters concernin+ the terms of
the settlement, although there are later letters from Ramage which indicate that the settlement was looked upon
as less than favorable from the point of view of White’s
friends. Ramage stated that in Pensacola Bureh, who had
represented White in the negotiations, was accused of
17. Ramage to Call, Oct. 16, 1826, Call collection.
18. Ramage to Call, Oct. 18, 1826, Call collection.
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betraying his principal and of exceeding his instructions.
Ramage published a handbill which, according to him,
smote the followers of White with dismay. This leaflet
presumably gave Call’s side and showed White’s cause
in as dark colors as possible. Full details of the matter
were communicated to Tattnall and Andrew Jackson by
Ramage.19
Jackson took a great deal of interest in Call, who had
been one of his junior officers, and replied to Ramage,
“I rejoice much that this affair has thus been honorably
adjusted-and I am clearly of opinion and thus. have
wrote Gen. Call, some time since, that he ought to be perfectly silent on the subject, as tho’ no disp.ute had ever
existed between them. I know Call to be a high minded
honorable man, and am happy to be informed by you, that
Cola. White acquitted himself so well.“2o
The settlement came in for criticism from the friends
of White which became so strong that a renewal. of the
dispute was feared, Ramage inquired of Burch if, that
were the purpose of the criticism and received the
“strongest assurances, there was no such intention, nor
should anything farther be said or written . . . on the subject.“21 Ramage observed that after this assurance had
been given objectionable items had appeared in the Pe+zsac&z Gazette and had been repeated by White’s friends.
Apparently this underground method of denunciation
and counter denunciation went on for a number of years.
At any rate in 1833 White wrote to Call as follows :.
Tallahassee, April 12, 1833
Sir :
It has beeg intimated to me that your friends and
yourself impute to me certain articles in the newspapers in this Territory, & in your publication of
this day, some reference may be made to me.
I have not since this canvass, & do not intend to
GRamage to Call, Nov. 29, 1826. Call collection.
20. Ramage to Call, April 25, 1827, Call collection.
21. Idem.
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write one line derogatory to your character, and any
reference to me under that idea is misplaced & ill
directed. Should I be under the necessity of writing
anything in relation to you it will be over the signature of your
observant
Jos. M. White
Although the threatened duel between Call and White
failed to materialize, Reriek reports that a challenge
passed between two of their relatives, Leigh Read and
Oscar White, who fought on account of their distinguished kinsmen. According to his account a crowd gathered for the spectacle and saw the combatants empty
several pistols at each .other, and then close with dirks.22
An incident which well illustrates the adolescent vigor
with which some gentlemen prosecuted -their arguments
is the description given by Col. John S. Beard of a duel
between George T: Ward and Augustus Alston. This duel
was fought to avenge the death of Ward’s younger brother. The younger Ward was a West Point‘cadet who had
served as a voluntary aide to Al&on ‘in a skirmish with
the Indians. Young Ward was serving on a temporary
basis while home on leave. His actions were those of a
green recruit under fire for the first time and Alston became so enraged at his activities that he killed him in a
fit of anger.
The duel between George Ward and Alston took place
outside Tallahassee. Achille Murat was Ward’s second
and Dr. Randolph of Tallahassee was.the attending physician. Both Ward. and Alston appeared in their shirtsleeves wearing silk scarfs around their waists. The
scarfs were stuffed chock full’of single barrel duelling
pistols which fired bullets about the size of a man’s thumb.
It was agreed that after .each shot each one was to advance one step, continuing firing until one or both were
dead.
Al&on hit Ward first, breaking his leg. Ward fell

)
I

22. Rerick, op. cit., p. 161.
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while Alston advanced, still shooting. One of these shots
broke Ward’s arm. When he got directly over Ward, Alston had no shots left while Ward still had one. Alston
then folded his arms and declared, “I believe he will kill
me after all.” Ward fired his last shot and it missed. In
a rage he demanded more guns and insisted that his second prop him up that the contest might continue. Fortunately’ Ward fainted before his instructions could be
carried out.
It was later agreed to continue the duel. Before Ward
recovered sufficiently to fight, however, alston was killed
in the duel with Rea.d.23
Achille Murat, who served as Ward’s second, also had
occasion to resort to personal combat. He fought Judge
David B. McComb because of a dispute arising from the
theft of MeComb’s hogs by Murat’s slaves. The climax
of the dispute came in a political campaign in which Murat called McComb a “damned, infernal, liar.” In the
fight Murat lost half the little finger on his right hapd.
While he did not wound MeComb, one of his bullets “went
through his shirt and scared out the lice.” at this point
the conflict abruptly terminated.24
While the institution of duelling is today regarded in
most societies as a barbarous practice, even duelling,
with its rules of conduct, was preferable to the shooting on sight in ,public places which characterized some
disputes in the frontier regions. After Florida became a
state and the proprieties of civilization began to filter in,
duelling became less and less frequent, Juries came to
take a less tolerant view of those who engaged in duels,
and the St. Joseph Constitution prohibited duelists from
holding state office. As society became more mature, so
its immature aspects vanished. Yet even in 1862, aged.
Richard K. Call, a staunch Unionist, threatened to. “give
satisfaction” to any who should question his loyalty to,
the South.
23. Statement referred to previously by’ 3ohn S.. Beard.
24. ~I&mq3A. J., A Prince in. l’heir Yidst (Norman, Okla., 1946), pp.
,
.
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